Abstract. Mus spretus, an aboriginal species of house mouse, appears to show a pattern of behaviour not reported in other rodents. Faeces are picked up and carried short distances in the mouth or rolled along the ground with the tip of the snout, often repeatedly. Two experiments using wild-caught subjects held temporarily in captivity investigated the potential function of this behaviour. Provided with a choice of faeces up to 12 h old from different donors in an arena, mice showed a strong preference for manipulating their own fresh faeces deposited during the trial, especially those in corners. A second experiment, using single fresh faecal samples encountered in a tunnel, confirmed that mice manipulated their own faeces (in 56% of trials) more frequently than those from conspecifics (26% of trials). Manipulation was not affected by the presence of tapeworm eggs in faeces, although this stimulated increased investigation from the donor. In both experiments, differences in investigation suggested that mice could discriminate between the faeces of conspecifics according to the sex and familiarity of a donor, preferring samples from familiar animals of the opposite sex (caught within 25 m of the subject). They showed no bias in manipulating samples from different conspecifics. Given the frequency with which moist fresh faeces stuck to mice as they passed, the results suggest that manipulation is a hygienic response to move sticky faeces away from pathways and resting sites. However, faeces are likely to play an important role in providing social information in M. spretus populations.
Abstract. Mus spretus, an aboriginal species of house mouse, appears to show a pattern of behaviour not reported in other rodents. Faeces are picked up and carried short distances in the mouth or rolled along the ground with the tip of the snout, often repeatedly. Two experiments using wild-caught subjects held temporarily in captivity investigated the potential function of this behaviour. Provided with a choice of faeces up to 12 h old from different donors in an arena, mice showed a strong preference for manipulating their own fresh faeces deposited during the trial, especially those in corners. A second experiment, using single fresh faecal samples encountered in a tunnel, confirmed that mice manipulated their own faeces (in 56% of trials) more frequently than those from conspecifics (26% of trials). Manipulation was not affected by the presence of tapeworm eggs in faeces, although this stimulated increased investigation from the donor. In both experiments, differences in investigation suggested that mice could discriminate between the faeces of conspecifics according to the sex and familiarity of a donor, preferring samples from familiar animals of the opposite sex (caught within 25 m of the subject). They showed no bias in manipulating samples from different conspecifics. Given the frequency with which moist fresh faeces stuck to mice as they passed, the results suggest that manipulation is a hygienic response to move sticky faeces away from pathways and resting sites. However, faeces are likely to play an important role in providing social information in M. spretus populations.
Mus spretus Lataste is an aboriginal species of house mouse, closely related to the much more familiar pest of human habitation M. domesticus, but living in relatively undisturbed grassland and woodland around the western Mediterranean (Marshall & Sage 1981) . During a study of the social responses of wild M. spretus to conspecifics and their tunnels (Hurst et al. 1994) , we observed an unusual pattern of response when they encountered previously deposited faeces on the ground. While confined temporarily in test arenas (individually or in dyads), both males and females frequently picked up their faeces in their mouths and moved them several centimetres, or rolled them forwards or sideways with the tip of the snout, sometimes repeatedly.
Most movements were less then 10 cm, although they often involved the repeated re-siting of a pellet within a small area before. it was left alone and subsequently ignored. Mice sitting in corners often moved their faeces a few centimetres in front of themselves so that they sat surrounded by one or more pellets. When dyads of mice were together in the test arena, however, it was not clear whether they moved only their own faecal pellets or also those of the other mouse.
Many species of rodents deposit their faeces in specific sites or latrines, probably as signals for social communication (reviewed by Brown 1985 
